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Waters: "Tell Them I Died Like A Confederate Soldier": Finegan's Florida

“TELL THEM I DIED LIKE A CONFEDERATE
SOLDIER”: FINEGAN’S FLORIDA BRIGADE
AT COLD HARBOR
by Z ACK C. W ATERS

G

Robert E. Lee’s Army of Northern Virginia, by
the middle of May 1864, was in serious trouble. The army
still was a dangerous and effective fighting force, but major
problems were beginning to surface. Casualties and command
failures had crippled the officer corps, and three years of hard
fighting had slowly sapped the strength of the southern army.
Now it was facing an opponent in Lieutenant General Ulysses
S. Grant who would neither retreat following defeat, nor give
them the time necessary to recuperate. To solve his manpower
problems, Lee’s only choice was to find replacement troops.
That meant shifting troops from other commands to Virginia
and scraping the bottom of the barrel to see if some garrison
troops could be located.
On May 16, 1864, Major General James Patton Anderson,
the newly-appointed commander of the Military District of
Florida, was ordered to send “one good brigade of infantry” to
reinforce the Army of Northern Virginia. This order meant
that Florida would be stripped of virtually all of its fighting
force to meet the crisis in Virginia. Only two cavalry battalions
and three artillery companies would remain to protect the state
and safeguard the vital flow of beef and other food supplies to
the Confederate military.1
Florida already had contributed much to the southern cause
and had been consistently treated as the stepchild of the Confederacy. By the spring of 1862 the state virtually had been abanENERAL

Zack C. Waters teaches English at East Rome Junior High School, Rome,
Georgia. He gratefully acknowledges the assistance of Don Hillhouse,
Cleburne, Texas, and David James Coles, Florida State Archives.
1.

United States War Department, War of Rebellion: A Compilation of the Official
Records of the Union and Confederate Armies, 128 vols. (Washington, DC,
1880-1901), series 1, XXXV, part II, 485, 488 (hereinafter cited as OR).
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doned by the central government in Richmond; but not before
nine infantry regiments and an artillery company raised in
Florida, totalling approximately 12,000 men, had been dispatched for service outside the state. A small number of troops
had been left to guard the mouth of the Apalachicola River, but
only because the waterway provided a possible springboard for
an invasion of Georgia. Now even that small contingent, as well
as later enlistees and infantry raised by the conscript laws, was
demanded for Lee’s army.2
The Florida units to be dispatched to Virginia were the First,
Second, Fourth, and Sixth battalions. The Second, Fourth, and
Sixth battalions essentially were composed of independent companies that had been scattered throughout the state until consolidated early in 1864. Although the battalions existed on paper
prior to 1864, the companies rarely had served together. The
commander of the Second Florida Battalion was LieutenantColonel Theodore W. Brevard, a Tallahassee attorney who once
had served with the Second Florida Regiment in Virginia. The
commander of the Fourth Florida Battalion was LieutenantColonel James McClellan, and the leader of the Sixth Florida
Battalion was Lieutenant-Colonel John M. Martin. The First
(Special) Battalion had been mustered into Confederate service
in 1861 at Amelia Island and was commanded by LieutenantColonel Charles Hopkins. The unit and Hopkins had provided
a special target for Governor John Milton’s wrath since its inception. Hopkins was the nephew of Edward A. Hopkins, Milton’s
opponent in the 1860 gubernatorial race, and the battalion’s
lackluster military record included participation in the evacuation of Amelia Island and abandonment of the St. Johns Bluff
fortifications in 1862.3
2.

OR, series 1, VI, 402-03. For a fuller description of the abandonment of
Florida by the Confederacy, see John F. Reiger, “Florida After Secession:
Abandonment by the Confederacy and Its Consequences,” Florida Historical
Quarterly 50 (October 1971), 128-42. Florida contributed an estimated
15,000 men to Confederate service from a voting population that never
exceeded 12,000. John E. Johns, Florida During The Civil War (Gainesville,
1963; reprint ed., Macclenny, 1989), 213-42.
3. Richard S. Nichols, “Florida’s Fighting Rebels: A Military History of
Florida’s Civil War Troops” (master’s thesis, Florida State University,
1967), 166. See also Fred L. Robertson, comp., Soldiers of Florida in the
Seminole Indian - Civil - and Spanish-American Wars (Live Oak, 1903; reprint
ed., Macclenny, 1983), 206.
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In April, the Sixth Battalion and the independent companies
of Captains Jacob C. Eichelberger, John McNeil, and Benjamin
L. Reynolds were combined to form the Ninth Florida Regiment. The other battalions eventually were reorganized as follows: six companies of the First Florida (Special) Battalion and
the companies of Captains Samuel W. Mays, John Q. Stewart,
George C. Powers, and Marion J. Clark (of the Second Florida
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Battalion) formed the Tenth Florida Regiment; and the seven
companies of the Fourth Battalion, the remaining companies of
the Second Battalion, and the unattached company of Captain
Cullens were combined to form the Eleventh Florida Regiment.
Martin commanded the Ninth, Hopkins the Tenth, and Brevard
the Eleventh.4
Questions regarding the quality and patriotism of this
hodgepodge brigade surfaced almost immediately. Major General Sam Jones, commanding the Department of South
Carolina, Georgia, and Florida, informed Richmond that the
movement of troops would lead to disorganization. He further
stated that many of the troops might desert rather than leave
their families and homes in Florida. The Confederate government had asked for “one good brigade”; it was getting 1,100
men of doubtful quality. By the middle of 1864 Florida had
little else to offer.5
Jones had several reasons to question the reliability of the
new troops. His primary concern was the high desertion rate of
some of the units; a problem that continued to plague these
units throughout the war. A second reason for skepticism was
that several of the companies were composed of conscripts,
overage or underage soldiers, and those who already had found
the rigors of campaigning in the Virginia and Tennessee armies
too demanding. Additionally, the military responsibilities of
most of these soldiers had been confined largely to garrison
duties such as guarding railroad bridges and river fords. This
was hardly vigorous training for combat.6
4.

5.
6.

Nichols, “Florida’s Fighting Rebels,” 170-72; Soldiers of Florida, 206. Special
Orders No. 133, June 8, 1864, consolidated the various battalions and
companies into the Tenth and Eleventh Florida regiments. OR, series 1,
XXXV, part III, 883. The companies of the Ninth Florida Regiment were
raised in Marion (all or part of four companies), Alachua, Levy, Columbia,
Hernando, and Citrus counties. The companies of the Tenth Florida Regiment were composed of men from Columbia, Putnam, Clay, Hamilton,
Duval, St. Johns, Jefferson, Alachua, Sumter, Suwannee, and Bradford
counties. At least one company of the Eleventh Florida Regiment was from
Hillsborough County, and one source states that many “of the men [of the
Eleventh Florida] were recruited in Hendry, Jackson, and Bradford counties.” Joseph H. Crute, Jr., Units of the Confederate States Army (Midlothian,
VA, 1987), 78.
OR; series 1, XXXVI, part II, 1013. Anderson’s estimate of 1,100 troops
was probably low. See Gary Loderhose. “A History of the 9th Florida Regiment” (master’s thesis, University of Richmond, 1988), 61-62.
OR, series 1, XL, part III, 127, 208-09, 226, 555-56, 592, 693; Loderhose,
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Joseph Finegan. Photograph courtesy of Library of Congress.
“9th Florida,” 119-24; OR, series 1, XLII, part II, 1188-89. Dispersing
Florida troops in small companies throughout the state was a policy set by
the Confederate government. See OR, series 1, XIV, 737-38.
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Another unknown factor was the effectiveness of the leader
of the new troops, Brigadier General Joseph Finegan. Born in
Ireland in 1814, Finegan had moved to Florida while still a
young man. Before the Civil War, he had been a prominent
planter, mill owner, and a “moving spirit” in the construction of
David Levy Yulee’s Florida Railroad that ran from Fernandina
to Cedar Key. After serving as a Nassau County representative
to the secession convention in January 1861, Finegan was appointed by Governor Madison Starke Perry as head of military
affairs in the state. On April 5, 1862, he was designated a
brigadier general in Confederate service and served as commander of the Department of Eastern and Middle Florida until
replaced by Anderson in 1864.7
In May 1864, Finegan still was basking in the glory of his
victory in the Battle of Olustee. Following the landing of a
Union invasion force at Jacksonville in early 1864, Finegan had
assembled a scratch force of approximately 5,500 Georgia and
Florida troops and then soundly defeated Brigadier General
Truman Seymour’s Union troops in a bloody battle in the piney
woods east of Lake City. This battle saved the interior of east
Florida from Union control and brought Finegan a degree of
fame.8 Southern newspapers had praised him, and the Confederate Congress had passed a joint resolution of thanks to the
general and his men. Nasty rumors, however, were beginning
to circulate that Finegan’s role at Olustee may have been somewhat less than heroic. Luther Rice Mills, a soldier with the
Twenty-sixth Virginia Regiment (temporarily assigned to
Florida), reported the feelings of the non-Florida troops:
“[Brigadier] Gen. [Alfred H.] Colquitt deserves all the credit in
the fight [at Olustee]. Finegan was at Lake City. He sent Colquitt
7.

8.

Ezra J. Warner, Generals in Gray: Lives of Confederate Commanders (Baton
Rouge, 1959), 88; OR, series 1, XVI, 477; and Jacksonville Florida TimesUnion, October 30, 1885. Soldiers of Florida, 328, indicates that Finegan was
appointed to state service in April 1861 by Governor John Milton, but this
is an obvious error as Milton was not inaugurated governor until October
1861.
J. J. Dickison, “Florida” in Confederate Military History, XI (Atlanta, 1899;
reprint ed., New York, 1962), 59-74 (hereinafter cited as CMH). See also,
David James Coles, “A Fight, A Licking, and A Footrace: The 1864 Florida
Campaign and the Battle of Olustee” (master’s thesis, Florida State University, 1985). For the most recent book on this subject see, William H. Nulty,
Confederate Florida: The Road to Olustee (Tuscaloosa, AL, 1990).
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with his own Brigade[,J the Brigade of Cavalry & several Florida
Battalions from Finegan’s Brigade to reconnoitre the position
of the enemy. Colquitt found them in that condition and pitched
into them. Finegan ordered him to fall back. He [Colquitt] refused to do it. Finegan stopped the ordnance train and came
near spoiling the whole affair. He ought to be cashiered.“9 Whatever the truth of Finegan’s role in the battle, he generally had
performed well in the difficult Florida Military District.
Despite concerns over their experience and leadership, the
new Florida troops possessed some military assets. In their first
major action, two of the battalions had performed ably at the
Battle of Olustee. Additionally, some of the highest ranking officers— particularly Brevard and Martin— had combat experience and could be expected to behave well in battle. Finally,
many of the individual companies were composed of sound material. For example, Captain John W. Pearson’s company of the
Ninth Florida Regiment was a pre-war militia unit and had
shown ability in defending Tampa and the St. Johns River system in central Florida.10
Whatever his concerns regarding the military abilities of
these troops, General Anderson moved promptly to comply with
his orders. Due to the scattered location of the troops and the
inadequate transportation system of the South, a slight delay
was incurred in sending the men north to Richmond. Additional
delays were met when some of the troops were detained in
Petersburg to meet an anticipated Federal attack that never
materialized. By May 28, though, most of the Florida soldiers
were assembled for duty with Lee’s army at Hanover Junction,
Virginia. 11
9 . Luther Rice Mills to “Brother John,” March 25, 1864, in George D. Harmon, “Letters of Luther Rice Mills— A Confederate Soldier,” North Carolina
Historical Review 4 (1927), 297. For a similar report by a Florida soldier,
see Winston Stephens to Octavia Stephens, February 27, 1864, StephensBryant Papers, box 4, folder 1, P. K. Yonge Library of Florida History,
University of Florida, Gainesville.
10. Dickison, CMH, XI, 50-51, 142-45; Loderhose, “9th Florida,” 25-30. See
also, “The Oklawaha Rangers,” unpublished mss., Eleanor S. Brockenbrough Library, The Museum of the Confederacy, Richmond, Virginia.
11. OR, series 1, XXXVI, part III, 834, 843. See also, Francis P. Fleming,
Memoir of Capt. C. Seton Fleming, of the Second Florida Infantry, CSA, Illustrative of the Florida Troops in Virginia During the War Between the States (Jacksonville, 1884; facsimile ed., Alexandria, VA, 1985), 98. Fleming indicates that
the troops of the Fourth Battalion may not have joined the Florida Brigade
until after the Battle of Cold Harbor.
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Shortly after their arrival some of the Florida troops received
a grisly introduction to the realities of the war. As Private
George H. Dorman, a member of Company A (Captain Edwin
West’s company) of the First Florida (Special) Battalion, later
related: “We stopped in an old field to rest and eat some
hardtack and a mouthful of raw bacon. A beautiful spring of
cold water was boiling up just down the hill. Of course, that was
something appreciated by the Florida boys especially, and we
were enjoying the cold water, together with our little rest. Just
up the hill a little way from where we were enjoying the beautiful cold freestone Virginia spring, some of the boys got to kicking what they thought were gourds about. Upon examination it
was discovered that the supposed gourds were the skulls of men,
and behold we were drinking from a spring just below a
graveyard— where a battle had been fought two years before.“12
Within a week some of these Floridians found a similar rest in
the blood-soaked soil of Virginia.
The arrival at Hanover Junction was something of a reunion
for Finegan’s troops. They immediately were consolidated with
the remnants of Brigadier General Edward A. Perry’s Florida
Brigade, in the Division of Brigadier General William Mahone.13
Perry’s veterans composed the Second, Fifth, and Eighth Florida
regiments. The Second Florida had been mustered into Confederate service in 1861 and immediately dispatched to Virginia. It
received its baptism of fire in the Battle of Williamsburg, where
its commander, Colonel George Ward of Tallahassee, was mortally wounded. Colonel Edward A. Perry, a native of Massachusetts and a Pensacola attorney, replaced Ward and was
promoted to brigadier general in August 1862. The same month
the Fifth and Eighth Florida regiments joined the Second
Florida and fought their first action as a unit at the Second
Battle of Bull Run. The Fifth Florida was commanded by Colonel Thompson B. Lamar (following the disabling of Colonel
John C. Hately at Sharpsburg) until his death in 1864, and the
Eighth Florida was commanded by Colonel David Lang.14
12. G. H. Dorman, Fifty Years Ago, Reminiscences of 61-65 (Tallahassee, n.d.), 6.
13. OR, series 1, XXXVI, part III, 843.
14. Nichols, “Florida’s Fighting Rebels,” 66-78; Dickison, CMH, XI, 142-48.
Lang was a graduate of Georgia Military Institute and a veteran of the
western army before raising a company for the Eighth Florida Regiment
in 1862. He fought with distinction at Fredericksburg and Gettysburg and

https://stars.library.ucf.edu/fhq/vol69/iss2/4

8

Waters: "Tell Them I Died Like A Confederate Soldier": Finegan's Florida
164

FLORIDA HISTORICAL QUARTERLY

David Lang. Collection of the author.

commanded the Florida Brigade at Appomattox. For more on Lang, see
Bertram H. Groene, “Civil War Letters of Colonel David Lang,” Florida
Historical Quarterly 54 (January 1976), 340-66.
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The performance of Perry’s Brigade had been uneven, but
in the recent battles at Gettysburg and the Wilderness it had
fought well and had taken enormous casualties. The force, totaling at most 275 men, had been so decimated in recent battles
that there was serious concern that the Florida regiments would
be combined with units from other states and deprived of their
state identity. The arrival of Finegan’s troops allayed that fear
and provided them with a brigade commander to replace Perry,
who had been severely wounded at the Battle of the Wilderness.
As part of Finegan’s Brigade, the Second, Fifth, and Eighth
Florida regiments would struggle for the Confederate cause to
the bitter end, surrendering less than 150 officers and men at
Appomattox.15
Finegan’s new troops did not look very impressive. Their
appearance had drawn hoots of derision from the citizens of
Richmond. Some were overweight— a marked contrast to Lee’s
lean and hungry veterans— and others looked sickly. David L.
Geer, a member of the Fifth Florida Regiment, described them
years later: “Now, here was a hard-looking lot of soldiers. They
were all smoked from the lightwood knots and had not washed
or worn it off yet; and being so far down south, they had not
received many clothes— only what their mothers and wives had
spun or woven for them, and to see their little homespun jackets
and the most of them with bed quilts instead of blankets. They
carried the Florida trademark. One looked like he had eaten a
few grindstones and a good many of them looked like they had
a pure case of ‘mail-green’sickness.“16
Finegan’s Floridians arrived in Virginia in the middle of the
1864 campaign. General Grant, the newly appointed supreme
commander of all Union armies, had devised a simple yet effective strategy to defeat the southern armies. He planned to rely
on the seemingly unlimited manpower of the North, and relentless pressure, to crush the Confederacy. To accomplish his goal,
Grant ordered simultaneous offensives by all Union armies,
which were designed to exacerbate Confederate manpower
15.

16.

Nichols, “Florida’s Fighting Rebels,” 163-68; Dickison, CMH, XI, 156-57.
The number of troops from Perry’s Brigade at the surrender undoubtedly
would have been larger, but most of the Fifth, Eighth, and Eleventh Florida
regiments were captured by Union cavalry on April 6, 1865, near Sayler’s
Creek.
D. L. Geer, “Memoir of the War,” Lake City Florida Index, February 2, 1906.

https://stars.library.ucf.edu/fhq/vol69/iss2/4

10

Waters: "Tell Them I Died Like A Confederate Soldier": Finegan's Florida
166

F LORIDA H ISTORICAL Q UARTERLY

shortages and destroy the South’s ability to equip and feed her
armies.
Grant’s Army of the Potomac began its offensive the first
week in May with a hellish two-day battle fought in a tangled
forest called the Wilderness. The Union army suffered more
than 17,000 casualties, and Lee lost more than 8,000 men.
Rather than retreating as Federal commanders had so often
done in the past, Grant shrugged off the pounding in the Wilderness and pushed his forces south, attempting to get between
the Army of Northern Virginia and the Confederate capital at
Richmond. Lee’s army barely won the race to Spotsylvania
where it blocked the Union advance. A series of bloody clashes
thereafter saw a combined casualty list in excess of 20,000 men.
From Spotsylvania the two armies swung south and east as
Grant sought an unprotected spot in Lee’s defenses. Describing
this phase of the campaign, historian Frances Trevelyan Miller
wrote: “The two armies were stretched like two live wires along
the swampy bottom-lands of Eastern Virginia, and as they came
in contact, here and there along the line, there were the inevitable sputterings of flame and considerable destruction.“17 Finegan’s troops arrived from Florida at that point.
Grant’s troops moved forward on May 29, 1864, to test the
strength of Lee’s position along Totopotomoy Creek. Mahone’s
division was forwarded to meet the Union thrust, and the new
troops from Florida were ordered to the firing line. A member
of Finegan’s Brigade later wrote a friend describing their initiation to Virginia warfare: “On the 29th [of May] we were formed
in line of battle, and Capt. [Samuel W.] May’s Company, 2nd
Battalion, deployed as skirmishers in front of the Battalion supported on the left by the Virginia Sharp-shooters and on the
right by the 6th Battalion [actually the Ninth Florida [Regiment], and 5th [Florida] Regiment. Here we got our first taste
of sulphur, the enemy advance soon appearing on our front.
For the new troops (at least new on Virginia soil) our skirmishers
were conceded to have acted exceedingly well, but they owed
much to the experience of the Virginia Sharpshooters and a
small detail of the old 2nd Florida [Regiment]. We engaged the
enemy skirmishers for 24 hours. . . . I ought to mention just
17.

Frances Trevelyan Miller, ed., The Photographic History of the Civil War in
Ten Volumes (New York, 1912), III, 82.
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here that during this time the 6th Battalion did fine service, and
won for themselves credit by charging, with the 8th [Florida]
Regiment, the enemy line which had driven back the advance
in front of [Major General John C.] Breckinridge’s Division,
and reestablishing the line.“18
After this auspicious beginning Finegan’s Brigade hustled
south, arriving at the Confederate position near Cold Harbor
in mid-afternoon of June 2, where it was placed in line of battle.
The position occupied by the Floridians should have been safe
and easy; they remained in reserve, acting as support for Breckinridge’s Division.
Breckinridge, a former vice president of the United States
and a battle tested veteran of the Confederacy’s western army,
recently had arrived from the Shenandoah Valley with a small
division (consisting of two brigades). The performance of these
troops since rejoining Lee’s army had been poor. On the afternoon of June 2, Breckinridge’s Division arrived late, leaving a
wide gap in the Confederate front line. Lee, expecting a Union
attack at any moment, personally had sought out Breckinridge
to hurry his troops into line.19
The Floridians, located 300 to 400 yards behind the
breastworks thrown up by Breckinridge’s Division, immediately
began entrenching. The red clay of Virginia made the task of
building breastworks difficult, and the lack of shovels and
trenching tools increased the difficulty. Private Dorman remembered: “We found out there was trouble ahead of us, so we went
to work with our bayonets digging up the old Virginia soil, soon
striking into red clay. We would throw it up in front of us with
tin plates. We worked all night to get us a little breastworks.“20

18.

19.

20.

A. F. G.[omellion] to “Dear Friend Roger,” June 7, 1864, mss. box 79, P.
K. Yonge Library of Florida History. The author of this letter has been
catalogued as Private A. F. Gomellion of the Tenth Florida Regiment. This
author believes a more likely candidate is A. F. Gould, May’s Company,
Second Florida Battalion.
Clifford Dowdey, Lee’s Last Campaign, The Story of Lee and His Men Against
Grant - 1864 (New York, n.d.; reprint ed., Wilmington, NC, 1988), 284.
The Floridians apparently had no respect for Breckinridge’s Division, even
though it had recently won an important battle in the Shenandoah Valley
at New Market. D. L. Geer states, “Breckinridge’s division . . . never did
hold a position if the enemy came in any force.” Geer, “Memoirs of the
War.”
Dorman, Fifty Years Ago, 7.
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The work was completed none too soon. Promptly at first
light (4:30 a.m.) on June 3, more than 60,000 Union troops
rushed the Confederate line. Three Federal corps spearheaded
the charge. Major General Winfield S. Hancock’s Second Corps
(described as “probably the [Union] army’s best fighters”) was
on the left, facing Breckinridge’s Division; Major General
Horatio G. Wright’s Sixth Corps attacked the center; and Major
General W. F. “Baldy” Smith’s Eighteenth Corps attacked on
the right. 21 The corps of Major Generals Gouverneur K. Warren
and Ambrose Burnside were further to the right, but did not
participate in the early morning attack.22
The attackers made no attempt at surprise. The Union
troops charged shouting their distinctive “huzzah,” and all along
the breastworks the Confederates were ready and waiting. For
the defenders the attack was like shooting fish in a barrel.
Brigadier General Evander M. Law, whose Alabama troops occupied a position near the center of the Confederate
breastworks, found his soldiers “in fine spirits, laughing and
talking as they fired.” Law’s main concern was that his troops
not deplete their ammunition supply. For the attackers, there
was no laughter. In less than thirty minutes the Federals suffered more than 7,000 casualties. Even veterans such as Law
were shocked by the magnitude of the carnage. “It was not war;
it was murder,” he later wrote.23
Only in front of Breckinridge’s line was the question ever in
doubt. The attack of Hancock’s Second Corps was made by the
divisions of Brigadier Generals Francis C. Barlow and John Gibbon. Both Barlow and Gibbon formed their attack in two lines.
The attack of Gibbon’s Division was easily repulsed by the defen-

21. Jeffry Wert, “One Great Regret: Cold Harbor,” Civil War Times Illustrated
17 (February 1979), 30. General W. F. Smith was involved in Florida affairs
in the early post-war era as president of the International Ocean Telegraph
Company. Canter Brown, Jr., “The International Ocean Telegraph Company,” Florida Historical Quarterly 68 (October 1989), 135-59.
22. Robert Underwood Johnson and Clarence Clough Buel, Battles and Leaders
of the Civil War, Being for the Most Part Contributions by Union and Confederate
Officers, Grant-Lee Edition, 4 vols. (New York, 1884), IV, part 1, 215.
23. Ibid., 141. In 1893 General Law moved to Bartow, Florida. In the following
year he organized the South Florida Military Institute. See Samuel Proctor,
“The South Florida Military Institute: A Parent of the University of
Florida,” Florida Historical Quarterly 32 (July 1953), 29.
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ders, and his division suffered heavy casualties.24 Barlow’s troops
came forward with their usual dash and determination and
found an unprotected part of the line. That gap of approximately fifty feet, bisected by a sunken road, had been left unguarded when Lee hurried Breckinridge’s troops into line.
Colonel George S. Patton, in command of that portion of Breckinridge’s line, allowed his tired troops to withdraw to high
ground to rest and left only a picket line to man the works.25
Barlow’s men hit this soft spot in the Confederate line and
plowed over the southern pickets. While a member of Breckinridge’s Division later described the resistance of the overrun
pickets as “a furious hand-to-hand fight with pistols and clubbed
24.
25.

OR, series 1, XXXVI, part I, 345.
Dowdey, Lee’s Last Campaign, 297.
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muskets,” the delay to the attackers was only momentary.26 Barlow’s first line captured between 200 and 300 prisoners, a stand
of colors, and three cannons.
Finegan responded quickly to the crisis. The Florida Brigade
immediately was formed in line of battle. Dorman recalled:
“The ‘Yanks’didn’t stop, but came right on. By this time it was
getting light so we could see them coming. They were about
seventy-five to eighty yards from us.“27 The Floridians, led by
Colonel Lang, promptly charged the oncoming Federals. They
were joined on the right by a superb fighting unit, the Second
Maryland Infantry Battalion (CSA), commanded by Colonel
Bradley T. Johnson. Artillery support was provided by the First
28
Maryland Battery. Captain Council Bryan, commanding Company “C” of the Fifth Florida Regiment, reported to his wife:
“The enemy advanced in five lines of battle against Breckinridge
- whose whole line fled panic stricken over our breastworks and
far to the rear - hatless, leaving their guns and every thing that
impeded their flight - as soon as they had passed out of our way
our boys rose with a yell - poured two volleys into the advancing
droves of yankees then jumped the breastworks and charged
them - Five to one but each one a hero. They advanced to within
fifty yards of each other[.] The yankees halt waver - and run.
One more volley and Breckinridge’s breastworks so ingloriously
lost are ours - the breastworks recaptured the battle is won. The
yankee dead and wounded cover the field - while strange to say
twenty will cover the loss of the whole Florida force. The new
troops fought like ‘tigers’and we feel proud of them.“29
Union losses in the assault and repulse were heavy. Hancock
asserted that the slowness of the second line to offer support
had prevented exploitation of the break in the Confederate
26.
27.
28.

29.

Confederate Veteran, 12 (Feburary 1904), 71.
Dorman, Fifty Years Ago, 7.
For a further account of the Maryland units in this action see, Bradley T.
Johnson, CMH, II, 109-10. See also, Rob H. Welch, “The Heroes of Cold
Harbor,” Confederate Veteran, 11 (September 1903), 389. Note, however,
that Welch’s assertion that the Maryland troops drove the Union troops
from the breastworks, and that the Florida troops only occupied the
breastworks after the fighting was done, appears to be based more upon
state pride than a strict adherence to the facts. A multitude of contemporary and post-war accounts credit both the Florida and Maryland troops
with recapturing the works. See OR, series 1, XXXVI, part I, 1032.
Captain Council Bryan to “My Dear Wife,” June 3, 1864. Council Bryan
Papers, M87-035, folder 7, Florida State Archives, Tallahassee.
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lines. During the retaking of the works, instances of individual
heroism by the Floridians were commonplace. For example, the
color bearer of the Ninth Florida Regiment was shot in the
charge. Lieutenant James Owens (adjutant of the Ninth Florida)
grabbed the fallen flag and immediately was killed. Private D.
H. Causey then picked up the banner and carried it forward to
the breastworks.31 Barlow’s Division also acted with great determination and valor. After being driven from the breastworks by
the Floridians and Marylanders, the Federals “showed a persistency rarely seen, and taking advantage of a slight crest, held a
position within 30 to 75 yards of the enemy line; covering themselves in an astonishingly short time by rifle pits.“32
Probably in an effort to cover construction of the rifle pits,
the Union troops made a second assault shortly after the initial
charge. A Floridian remembered: “In about fifteen minutes,
the enemy made a charge to recover their lost ground, but they
were repulsed by our men with heavy loss. The ground in front
was covered with dead and wounded Yankees, and they were
glad to retire.“33 The Floridians occupied the original
breastworks constructed by Breckinridge’s troops. The position
was in the shape of an inverted “U,” or, as the soldiers called it,
a mule shoe, which jutted away from the Confederate lines toward the Union position. The Federals, in their pits and entrenchments, surrounded the bulge and kept the Floridians in
a steady crossfire. Captain James F. Tucker, commanding Company “D” of the Ninth Florida Regiment, described the situation: “In the bloody angle or death trap it was almost as much
as a man’s life to show his head even for moment. . . . The fire
was galling, and came so thick and fast that our colors were
riddled, and the flagstaff perforated in a number of places. The

30.
31.
32.

33.

OR, series 1, XXXVI, part I, 345.
L. E. Causey to F. P. Fleming, July 23, 1907, in Thea Harrell Wells, comp.,
The Confederate Soldier and Sailors Home, Jacksonville, Florida, 3 vols. (Jacksonville, 1985), III, 35.
OR, series 1, XXXVI, part I, 245. The bravery of some of the Union troops
may have been motivated by “Dutch courage” for Colonel David Lang
reported following the battle: “Many of the prisoners captured in their
latest assaults were under the ‘majic influence of old rye.’“ David Lang to
“Dear Anne,” June 7, 1864, in Groene, “Civil War Letters of Colonel David
Lang,” 364.
A. F. G. to “Dear Friend Rogers.”

https://stars.library.ucf.edu/fhq/vol69/iss2/4

16

Waters: "Tell Them I Died Like A Confederate Soldier": Finegan's Florida
172

FLORIDA HISTORICAL QUARTERLY

feeling was that by holding up an open hand Minie balls could
be caught as if hailstones.“34
The exposed position of the Florida Brigade presented substantial dangers. Brigadier General E. Porter Alexander, an artillery officer and member of Lee’s staff, gave a graphic account
of “the misery” of life in the trenches: “Our average ditches did
not exceed 3 feet wide & 2 feet deep, with parapet two & a half
feet high. They would answer fairly well for the men to kneel
on the berm & load & fire from. But when two ranks of men
had to occupy them day & night, in rain & shine, for days at a
time it is hard to exaggerate the weary discomfort of it.“35 Not
only were the trenches crowded and uncomfortable— rendered
even more so by the summer heat— but the accurate fire of the
Union sharpshooters began to take a frightful toll. Communication with the rest of the army was almost non-existent. Additionally, a third Federal attack that might dislodge the Floridians
was feared.
After several hours in the mule shoe, Finegan sent out a
skirmish line to drive off the Federal sharpshooters. Major Pickens Bird, commanding the Ninth Florida Regiment, led the attack force. Company commanders detailed every fifth man for
the skirmish line. The men in the trenches realized instinctively
that the order was suicidal. A mere skirmish line in plain sight
of the Union forces was to make the charge across an open field
and into the teeth of the Federal defenses. Even with the battering they had taken earlier in the morning charge, Hancock’s
corps still had plenty of men to handle a skirmish line.36
Henry W. Long, one of many Marion countians in the Ninth
Florida Regiment, recalled the futile charge: “A few moments
later the voice of that patriotic soldier, and gallant officer [Major
34

J. F. T., “Some Florida Heroes,” Confederate Veteran 11 (August 1903), 363.
The author of this account of the Battle of Cold Harbor is undoubtedly
Captain James F. Tucker, Co. D, Ninth Florida Regiment. There is a Confederate battle flag in the possession of the Museum of Florida History in
Tallahassee bearing the single battle honor of Olustee, with wood splinters
imbedded in the flag material.
35. Edward Porter Alexander, Fighting for the Confederacy, The Personal Recollections of General Edward Porter Alexander, Gary W. Gallagher, ed. (Chapel
Hill, 1989), 409.
36. H. W. Long, “Reminiscence of the Battle of Cold Harbor,” unpublished
mss., United Daughters of the Confederacy Scrapbooks, 12 vols., I, n.p.
Florida Collection, Florida State Library, Tallahassee.
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Bird] rang out for the last time, clear and distinct, which was
heard above the rattle of musketry, and was of common, ‘Attention Skirmishers: Forward March’. It being self evident that
obeying that fool hardy order, by whom issued is not known,
would result in the certain death, many of the men detailed
refused to respond to the order. Captain Robert D. Harrison,
Co. B of the 9th Florida Regiment, when his detail refused to
go forward, by way of encouragement to them mounted the
breastworks, waiving his sword to enthuse them to obedience,
was immediately shot down by a federal bullet, which disabled
him for active service for months to come. Major Pickens Bird
had advanced perhaps thirty yards, when he was shot down.
The gallant officer Captain James Tucker seeing his major shot
down, leaped over the breast works, ran to him, and as he rose
with the Major in his arms, was himself shot down, his wound
disabling him from further service during the war. Lieutenant
[Benjamin] Lane of Company A seeing Captain Tucker shot
down, leaped over the breast works and ran to these wounded
officers, picked up Major Bird, and as he mounted the
breastworks with him, was mortally wounded, from which he
died. The Major and Captain Tucker lay there the balance of
the day in the hot sun in a small trench in front of the breast
works.“37
In fact, the rescue of Tucker and Bird began within the
hour. As soon as the firing slackened, Sergeant Peter N. Bryan,
of Company D of the Ninth Florida Regiment, crawled out to
Tucker, who was paralyzed by his wound, and dragged the officer into the trenches. Bird was recovered in a similar manner.
There Tucker and Bird lay “like so many sardines in a box,”
without benefit of medical assistance. At about nine o’clock that
night they began an arduous trip to a Confederate military hospital.38 Later that night, Bird and Tucker, along with some of
the other Florida wounded, were forwarded to the Howard
Grove Hospital in Richmond. The Floridians in Virginia were
fortunate to have a dedicated medical staff at their disposal,
which included Dr. Thomas Palmer and Mrs. Mary Martha
Reid, the widow of former Florida territorial Governor Robert
Raymond Reid. This medical team worked tirelessly to save Bird
37. Ibid.
38. J. F. T., “Some Florida Heroes,” 365.

https://stars.library.ucf.edu/fhq/vol69/iss2/4

18

Waters: "Tell Them I Died Like A Confederate Soldier": Finegan's Florida
174

FLORIDA HISTORICAL QUARTERLY

and Tucker, but despite their best efforts, Bird died four days
later.39 Bird’s final words were: “Tell them I died like a Confederate soldier.” To Major Bird, that was the highest possible tribute.
A final tragedy yet awaited the Floridians in a day already
too full of agony and death. Late in the afternoon verbal orders
were issued for Captain C. Seton Fleming to form a skirmish
line and again charge the Union rifle pits. A preliminary barrage softened the Union lines, but even the greenest of soldiers
could observe that the advance had little chance of success.
Seton Fleming, the brother of future Florida Governor Francis P. Fleming, was a bright and courageous young man and
apparently well liked by all of his comrades. He was a member
of the Second Florida Regiment and had been among the first
Florida soldiers to arrive in Virginia. Wounded at Yorktown in
1862, Fleming had participated in most of the subsequent battles
of the Army of Northern Virginia. Less than a month before at
the Battle of the Wilderness, he had received two slight wounds
but then returned to duty for the fight at Cold Harbor.40
The attempt to drive the Federals from their rifle pits was
scheduled for dusk, 6:00 p.m., with an assault force composed
of the remnants of Perry’s old brigade. Fleming immediately
recognized the futility of the attack, but he was determined to
obey his orders. Tucker, who observed Fleming from his position in the trenches, stated: “Could our brigade commander
[Finegan] have seen the situation as we did from our plainer
p[o]int of view, he would never have permitted a second sacrifice of so many brave soldiers. I have been told that the order
was all a mistake and was not intended. . . . However that may
have been, Capt. Fleming made his disposition to obey it.“41
Fleming said farewell to his troops, and at the appointed time
leapt over the breastwork followed by his brave comrades. The
young captain fell within thirty yards of the breastworks, “a
martyr to the cause he loved so well.” Benjamin L. Reynolds,
commanding Company H of the Ninth Florida, also was shot to
39.

40.
41.

Dr. Thomas M. Palmer of Monticello was surgeon for the Second Florida
Infantry before becoming supervisor of the Florida Hospital in Richmond.
Samuel Proctor, “Mary Martha Reid— Florence Nightingale of Florida,” in
Florida A Hundred Years Ago (Coral Gables, 1960-1965), September 1962;
J. F. T., “Some Florida Heroes,” 365; Soldiers of Florida, 79.
Fleming, Memoir of Seton Fleming, 95.
J. F. T., “Some Florida Heroes,” 364.

Published by STARS, 1990

19

Florida Historical Quarterly, Vol. 69 [1990], No. 2, Art. 4

FINEGANS FLORIDA BRIGADE

175

Charles Seton Fleming. Photograph courtesy of Museum of the Confederacy, Richmond,
Virginia.

death “while cheering his men to acts of heroism . . . as was
every soldier who attempted to obey that fatal order.“42
42. Long, “Reminiscence.”

https://stars.library.ucf.edu/fhq/vol69/iss2/4

20

Waters: "Tell Them I Died Like A Confederate Soldier": Finegan's Florida
176

FLORIDA HISTORICAL QUARTERLY

As with Bird’s earlier charge, the second assault accomplished nothing save the sacrifice of more brave Floridians.
No definitive figures are available regarding the exact losses.
Aaron Geiger of the Second Florida Battalion reported casualties among the new troops during the first month in Virginia:
“The First Florida Battalion lost 75 to 80 killed, wounded and
missing. The Second Battalion lost from 85 to 90; and the Sixth
Battalion [Ninth Florida Regiment] lost 105.“43 Statistics on losses
sustained by Perry’s old brigade are unavailable, but they must
have been substantial. The Army of Northern Virginia slowly
was being bled white, and these were losses the southern cause
could ill afford.
When darkness finally arrived on the night of June 3, the
armies began the difficult task of recovering the wounded. During the daylight hours, some of the Florida wounded were removed from the battlefield, and during the evening more of the
Confederate wounded were rescued. The Union forces were
equally busy, and the risk was considerably greater for the Federals as they were moving within yards of the Confederate lines.
Sixth Corps Chief of Staff Martin T. McMahon explained the
Union predicament: “When night came on, the groans and
moanings of the wounded, all our own, who were lying between
the lines, was heartrending. Some were brought in by volunteers
from our entrenchments, but many remained for three days
uncared for. . . . The men in the works grew impatient, yet it
was against orders and almost certain death to go beyond our
earthworks.“44
Fleming’s charge on the evening of June 3 essentially ended
fighting in the Battle of Cold Harbor. For the next nine days,
the two armies attempted to rest and recover from the previous
month’s bloodletting. Almost nightly, however, the Confederates sortied onto the killing ground, and Lee also ordered frequent artillery barrages to prevent Grant from slipping away
unobserved under cover of night. The only major change of
position occurred on the evening of June 5, when the Floridians
abandoned the “mule shoe” and fell back to a new defensive
line. Long reported: “On the early morning of the 5th, the
43.
44.

Aaron Geiger to “Dear Wife,” June 17, 1864, History/Civil War to 1876
clippings file, Florida Collection, Florida State Library.
Johnson and Buel, Battles and Leaders, IV, part 1, 219-20.
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brigade retired to the rear, and took its position as a reserve,
and entrenched itself as a safeguard from the Minie balls fired
by long range guns.“45 Before abandoning the advanced position, dirt from the earthworks hastily was thrown over the
bodies of the dead Floridians. The ground they had fought so
hard to recover and hold now became their grave.
The new Florida troops, so lightly regarded a few weeks
earlier, had fought well at Cold Harbor. By their quick response
on the morning of June 3, they won the grudging respect of the
Florida veterans and the rest of Mahone’s Division. D. L. Geer,
who earlier had smirked at the appearance of Finegan’s troops,
stated with obvious pride: “They [Finegan’s troops] played their
part as good as the oldest veteran in General lee’s army. . . . If
they did have on bed quilts and homespun jackets, they made a
reputation that morning that proved that they were as good as
the best we had in our army.“46 Now regarded as an integral
part of Lee’s “shock troops,” they continued to fight well in
battles such as Reams’ Station, Weldon Railroad, and Hatcher’s
Run, but the Battle of Cold Harbor proved to be the most notable moment of glory for Finegan’s Florida Brigade.
Finegan’s performance left a number of unanswered questions. His prompt response to the early morning breakthrough
was handled with admirable skill, but the two later attacks by
the skirmish lines were not the actions of an experienced, prudent officer. Until his transfer back to Florida in March 1865,
Finegan proved to be an adequate, though hardly inspired,
brigade commander.
In the short term, the results of retaking the southern lines
at Cold Harbor were very important. Confederate Brigadier
General Bradley Johnson later wrote of the recapture of the
works: “It was a most brilliant exploit, for it saved Lee’s line and
probably a serious disaster[,] for Grant had massed troops to
pour them through the opening made by Hancock.“47 In effect,
the Floridians and Marylanders may have saved Richmond.
Ultimately, the Florida Brigade’s heroics served only to prolong the war. The death throes of the dream of southern independence lasted another ten months, but the final outcome already had been decided.
45. Long, “Reminiscence.”
46 Geer “Memoir.”
47. Johnson, CMH; II, 101.
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